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A few years ago, I was pleasantly surprised to learn that in 1924 Charles Homer Haskins was a founding father of the History of Science Society. In the sixth volume of the journal Isis, which in that same year became the official journal of the History of Science Society, Haskins' name appears as one of thirty‑seven members of the Organizing Committee that had been formed in December 1923. Although the majority of that Organizing Committee were scientists or historians of science, five eminent historians with interests in the history of science were also included, namely James Henry Breasted, George Lincoln Burr, Preserved Smith, Lynn Thorndike, and, of course Haskins According to George Sarton, who was the resident historian of science at Harvard University and apparently a personal friend of Haskins, "the History of Science Society was actually founded on Saturday, January 12, 1924, when the members of the organizing committee living in or near Boston, together with David Eugene Smith and George Sarton, met at 2 P.M. at the house of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and discussed the formal steps to be taken to complete the organization." The members of
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the organizing committee who attended that meeting are unfortunately nowhere listed (historians are abysmal record keepers). But I would like to believe that Charles Homer Haskins was there in body as well as spirit.

In retrospect 1924 was a good year for historians of science, but it was an even better year for historians of medieval science. For it was in that very year that Haskins's celebrated volume ‑ Studies in the History of Mediaeval Science   first appeared. It would be his major contribution to the history of science.
But what a contribution! In that volume, Haskins treated various aspects of twelfth century science. Major segments were devoted to the translators and their translations, which included a section concerned solely with translations from Arabic to Latin, followed by another that treated of translations from Greek to Latin which took place primarily in Italy and Sicily. Also included were chapters on twelfth century writers on astronomy and an important chapter on the introduction of Arabic science into England during the twelfth century. Extending into the thirteenth century, Haskins presented chapters on science at the court of Frederick the Second and on Frederick's own extraordinary scientific treatise on falconry (De arte venandi cum avibus).





century scientific activity ‑ the translations. Haskins realized  that the Latin translations from Greek and Arabic made in the course of the twelfth century had forever transformed Western Europe. He was certainly not the only one to recognize the great importance of the twelfth century translations. But as a student of the twelfth century, Haskins may well have been the first to study the phenomenon in depth and to appreciate fully its momentous significance. With its emphasis on the transmission and translation of Greek and Arabic science and natural philosophy, Haskins' study on the history of medieval science conferred on the twelfth century a significant place in the history of science as a whole. Without the influx of translations, it is difficult to imagine the development of the medieval university and without the latter natural philosophy and science might well have been stifled. By his profound understanding of both the translating activities and the emerging universities of the twelfth century, Haskins, more than anyone else, was able to appreciate and justify the concept of a twelfth century cultural renaissance. George Sarton, who reviewed the book in Isis (vol.7 [1925], pp.121‑124) declared that even though it "does not profess to be a history of science," Haskins's book was "a very important contribution to the history of science during the twelfth century." It helps us “to understand more clearly the transmission of knowledge during that critical period." Sarton agreed with Haskins' approach and points of view and had complete confidence in Haskins's conclusions because, as Sarton put it, "Mr. Haskins is far too careful to make any dangerous move. He is guarded on every side and qualifies every statement in such a way
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as to take the wind out of the critic's sails!" Sixty years later, historians of medieval science would have no difficulty in upholding Sarton's judgment.

From his brilliant volume Studies in the History Of Mediaeval Science, it was but a short and logical step to his far more famous volume, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, which appeared three years later in 1927 and wherein Haskins would declare, in a chapter titled on "The Translators from Greek and Arabic," that "whereas the Renaissance of the fifteenth century was concerned primarily with literature, that of the twelfth century was concerned even more with philosophy and science" (p. 278). If philosophy and science lay at the heart of the intellectual changes in the twelfth century and beyond then it was essential to learn how this had come about. Only by a study of the translation movement could one hope to comprehend this extraordinary change in European intellectual history. Haskins rose to the challenge. His studies on the history of medieval science were intimately linked with his conceptions of a twelfth century renaissance. This is evident in the renaissance volume where Haskins not only included a chapter on the translators from Greek and Arabic, but also included a summary chapter on "The Revival of Science" and another on "The Revival of Philosophy." Whether Haskins had developed the idea of a twelfth century renaissance before, during the course of, or as a consequence of, his research on the volume on medieval science is unknown to me. What is certain, however, is that the justification of a twelfth century renaissance was heavily dependent on the new scientific
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and philosophical learning that Western Europe received as a direct consequence of the translating activities of the twelfth century.

In the sixty years since Haskins joined the organizing committee for the History of Science Society and published his splendid volume on the history of medieval science, both the History of Science Society and research into the history of medieval science have undergone dramatic changes. From the 50 to 100 members of the first few years, the Society has grown to more than 2000 individual members and approximately 2000 institutional memberships. In 1924, virtually no academic positions in the history of science existed. Today more than twenty programs and departments exist in the United States ‑ at least ten of which grant the Ph.D. Numerous history departments offer one or more courses in the discipline. Thanks to the Herculean efforts of the present President of the History of Science Society, a considerable endowment has been raised to pursue the aims of the Society in a number of directions. How pleased Haskins would have been at such developments, I shall not venture to say. But it is fair to conclude that he would have been delighted to learn that research in the history of medieval science is flourishing. In the Guide to the History of Science, a directory of historians of science, approximately 100 members of the History of Science Society have indicated an interest in medieval science. Of these probably 60 to 70 are active, publishing scholars, a stark contrast to the three or four in Haskins's day. Indeed every few years 40 to 50 historians of medieval science meet as a group to present papers and exchange views. Articles and books on medieval
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science, medicine, and natural philosophy are well represented in medieval and renaissance journals as well as in the regular history of science periodical literature. The themes of these publications are varied indeed. They range over the physical and biological sciences, medicine, the pseudo‑sciences as well as the interrelations of science and natural philosophy with theology, art, literature, philosophy, and music.

But there is an irony in the pattern of research since Haskins's day. As his fundamental area of research, Haskins took the problem of the transmission and translation of Greek and Arabic science into Latin. To my knowledge, no one has chosen to follow his path. Today, we learn about the cultural transmission of texts and ideas in a piecemeal, higgeldy‑piggeldy fashion, as scholars inform us about the fate of this or that text or the activities of this or that author. Haskins, I believe, had a grander vision. He wanted to gain insight into the whole process of cultural transmission by careful and detailed study of a large number of texts and authors that had been translated from Greek and Arabic into Latin. What Haskins achieved was only a beginning. The enormity of the task would now require a multiplicity of researchers to cope adequately with the challenge. But we must begin somewhere. Let us therefore hope that sometime soon at least one Haskins materializes to carry on with this enormously important area of research.

Like Haskins, historians of medieval science and natural philosophy are not only research scholars, but they also play a significant role in the History of Science Society itself.
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Although, as one would expect, most members of the History of Science Society teach and research in the period since the seventeenth century, when science assumed its modern character, medievalists have nonetheless contributed to the professional and organizational life of the History of Science Society out of all proportion to their numbers. At least three presidents of the Society have been medievalists and more are sure to follow. Medievalists have served and continue to serve on most of the standing committees of the Society. At almost every annual meeting of the Society, at least one session is devoted to medieval science. A good measure of the professional recognition accorded to medieval science is readily available. In the monumental fifteen volume Dictionary of Scientific Biography, approximately 1.2 volumes are devoted to some 450 ancient and medieval scientists, mathematicians, physicians, and natural philosophers. Of the 450 considerably more than half were drawn from the Middle Ages. To appreciate the generosity of the editors toward the Middle Ages, one must be aware of the fact that only a tiny percentage of scientists lived before the nineteenth century.

Although George Orwell made the year 1984 infamous, the very antithesis of intellectual inquiry and achievement, historians, historians of science, and historians of medieval science in particular, have good reason to celebrate this much-abused year. It is of course the centennial of the American Historical Association of which the History of Science Society feels itself a vital part. It is also the 60th anniversary of the founding of the History of Science Society and the 60th anniversary of
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Haskins's great volume on medieval science. One more significant anniversary must also be mentioned: it is the 100th anniversary of the birth of George Sarton, who was not only the founder of the journal Isis, and the moving force behind the formation of the History of Science Society, but a friend and admirer of Charles Haskins. In truth, although Sarton had been trained as a scientist, he was more a medievalist than anything else, as monumental three volume work, Introduction to the History of Science, attests. It was undoubtedly Sarton who recruited his Harvard colleague, Haskins, as a member of the organizing committee of the History of Science Society. Haskins's publications in Isis probably derived from his relationship with Sarton, who, as we saw, was well aware of the importance and quality of Haskins' research on the translation and transmission of medieval science. Together these two Harvard medievalists played a vital role in establishing the History of Science Society and in making research in medieval science an integral and respectable part of research in the history of science. It is appropriate and just, therefore, to number Charles Homer Haskins among that small group of medievalists who, during the first quarter of this century, effectively repudiated the idea, current since the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, that the expression "medieval science" was a contradiction in terms.
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